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CAREGIVERS’ EPISTEMOLOGICAL BELIEFS IN TODDLER PROGRAMS 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
One important structural indicator of child care quality identified consistently from 
research is the educational qualifications and competency of the caregiver. In this 
focussed qualitative study of 6 caregivers in toddler programs (children aged 18 
months to 3 years), caregivers’ beliefs about knowing and learning and their 
conceptions of good caregiving were explored. The caregivers were videoed within 
their programs and subsequently asked to describe their epistemological beliefs 
(about knowing and learning) and conceptions of caregiving during stimulated recall 
interviews. Two of the caregivers described relativistic epistemological beliefs. In 
contrast, the remaining four caregivers held multiplistic and mixed epistemological 
beliefs and lacked the same degree of reflectivity in their responses as the two 
caregivers with relativistic belief systems. Furthermore, the caregivers with 
relativistic epistemological beliefs held sophisticated conceptions of caregiving which 
integrated ideas and made more linkages between teaching and learning. The 
caregivers with multiplistic and mixed epistemological beliefs described caregiving 
with unrelated ideas and did not identify links between teaching and learning. 
Implications of the research findings for the education and professional development 
of caregivers are discussed. 
 
The quality of out-of-home, child care programs for infants and toddlers is an 
important issue in the social policy agenda in many western countries (Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2001) because research has clearly 
identified that the quality of care, which infants and toddlers receive, is not always 
high (e.g., Cost, Quality and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995). The overall quality 
of infant and toddler child care programs has been reliably linked to structural 
indicators of group size, staff-child ratio and, in particular, the level of education of 
caregivers (McMullen, 1999; Phillips, Mekos, Scarr, McCartney, & Abbott-Shim, 
2000). However, there are many other dimensions of program delivery and caregiver 
practices that could be explored in order to gain greater understanding of how quality 
programs, which support young children’s learning and development, can be 
delivered. 
In the present study, the nature of caregivers’ epistemological beliefs and conceptions 
of good caregiving in early childhood care and education programs are explored. The 
manner in which conceptions are explored in this study is different from the manner 
in which phenomenological research explore conceptions. In this study, conceptions 
of caregiving are considered to have a basis in individuals’ personal theories about 
children and teaching. which develop with experience, through childhood and 
adulthood, by observing (and experiencing in childhood) adult-child interactions. It is 
assumed that professional educational programs for those who will work with young 
children overlay or supplant such personal theories to provide an informed knowledge 
base and reflective skills that will mediate caregivers’ actions and interactions in their 
professional practice with children. However, this is an assumption that has not been 
well explored. 
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Early childhood teachers’ implicit theories about knowledge and learning affect 
decisions made in the classroom, because decisions are made extemporaneously in the 
midst of pressures and uncertainties, during daily interactions and activities (Fang, 
1996). Previous research exploring the beliefs about practice of early childhood 
teachers has identified some clear dimensionality and the bases for ideas impacting on 
practice. For example, Marcon (1992, 1999) described early childhood teachers’ 
pedagogical beliefs on a continuum of child-centred to teacher-centred practice, while 
Spodek (1988) noted that early childhood teachers’ beliefs stemmed from personal 
practical knowledge rather than theoretical knowledge about child development and 
learning. While research focussed specifically on the epistemological beliefs of 
teachers in various contexts has provided some insights into how to promote effective 
teaching and learning (cf., Kitchener & King, 1981; Hofer, 1994; Schommer, 1993), 
there has been little research that has investigated the epistemological beliefs of those 
who teach young children. 
Personal epistemological development was first investigated by William Perry (1970). 
Epistemological beliefs are defined as beliefs about knowing and learning that reflect 
views about what knowledge is, how it is gained, and the limits and criteria for 
determining knowledge (Perry, 1981). Perry found that, over time, progressively more 
complex and integrated ways of viewing the world developed as university students 
progressed through their studies. These epistemological beliefs ranged on a 
continuum from a dualistic view that knowledge is simple and certain and could be 
transmitted by authorities to a relativist view that knowledge is complex, tentative and 
uncertain. Other research (e.g., Kitchener & King, 1981; Schommer, 1993) supported 
Perry’s conceptualisation. Some individuals may view knowledge as dualistic, 
absolute and handed down by authority, while other individuals believe that objective 
knowledge is not possible and knowledge development is an ongoing process of 
inquiry. There is also evidence to suggest that epistemological beliefs are related to 
the metacognitive capacities of individuals. Perry (1981) and Belenky, Clinchy, 
Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) proposed that individuals with more sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs (e.g., relativistic) were more likely to engage in personal 
reflection and analysis about their understandings and use of knowledge. 
Arredondo and Rucinski (1996) reviewed research about the relationship between 
epistemological beliefs and teaching practices which identified that teachers with 
relativistic epistemological beliefs were more democratic, empathetic, innovative, and 
used more constructivist teaching strategies. It appears that individuals with 
relativistic epistemological beliefs are more likely to conceive of learning and 
teaching as a process of facilitation rather than one based on transmission of 
knowledge. Brownlee (2000, 2001) found that student teachers who held relativistic 
epistemological beliefs about the nature of knowledge were more reflective about 
their own thinking and espoused teaching practices that emphasised the importance of 
helping children to construct their own understandings. 
A hierarchical model for describing the relationships between knowledge, learning 
and conceptions of teaching has been proposed by Entwistle, Skinner, Entwistle and 
Orr (2000). At the simplest level, the nature of knowledge and learning is derived 
from the accretion of discrete pieces of information while at the most sophisticated 
level there is a commitment to a reasoned and personal interpretation from different 
informational sources. Conceptions of teaching are personally constructed from a 
wide variety of sources including different knowledge bases, images of teaching and 
 4
current and past experiences of teaching. Teachers, in their everyday practice may 
hold strong and emotionally charged beliefs about their work as well as rational 
conceptions. Sophisticated conceptions of teaching emerge from reflective 
consideration of the nature of knowledge for teaching and an expanding awareness of 
the relationship between learning and teaching. This development requires thoughtful 
consideration of past experiences, and the coherent integration of affective beliefs and 
cognitive understandings of the teaching role. This makes more likely a ‘strategic 
alertness to classroom events’ in which ‘the teacher can take the part of the learner’ 
(Entwistle et al., p. 23). 
Although it is accepted that epistemological beliefs will vary according to context 
(Chan & Elliott, 2000), it is expected that caregivers’ beliefs with more naïve 
epistemological beliefs, who use intuitive knowledge about children in their practice, 
may experience difficulties when confronted with new theory that requires conceptual 
change (Qian & Alvermann, 2000). Conceptual change requires that caregivers not 
rely entirely on intuitive knowledge but go beyond their current experiences. Practical 
knowing resides in an epistemology that is based on using subjective opinion without 
the need to evaluate and critique other perspectives (Tirri, Husu, & Kansanen, 1999). 
White (2000) noticed that the pre-service teachers who espoused naïve 
epistemological beliefs also perceived knowledge as based on their everyday 
experiences and tended to see teaching problems in classroom as simple. Solutions to 
such problems were based on past personal experiences and teacher comfort. On the 
other hand, pre-service teachers with more sophisticated epistemological beliefs 
tended to see teaching problems as more complicated and were able to take into 
account alternate viewpoints in evaluating such situations. They were able to take into 
account a number of different perspectives including those of the child, family and 
school. 
From previous theory and research, it is suggested that caregivers1 of young children 
who hold relativistic beliefs and who are reflective about their knowledge, learning 
and teaching experiences are more likely to engage in constructivist practices and 
seek to develop active teaching and learning partnerships, even with very young 
children. This stems from their awareness of how they and others construct meaning. 
On the other hand, caregivers who hold dualistic beliefs about learning and knowing 
may practice with a teacher-centred approach which assumes that children learn 
through direction from knowledgeable others. This study with caregivers in toddler 
programs aims to increase understanding about the nature of the epistemological 
beliefs of caregivers in early childhood programs and the relationship between these 
beliefs and their conceptions of caregiving. 
 
METHOD 
Data was collected by videoing within six toddler programs and through an interview 
with the group leader in each of those programs. Centres were randomly selected 
from a listing of long day care centres in a major metropolitan city, The researchers at 
the time of the selection had no information about the selected centres or the quality 
of their programs. Six centres agreed to participate after the research process was 
explained. Directors facilitated informed agreement from the lead caregiver (group 
leader) in toddler programs (programs that catered for children within the age range 
of 18 to 36 months). A research assistant visited the caregivers prior to the video 
session to make arrangements for the video session and to build rapport with the 
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group leader. As video records were to be made within the programs, parental consent 
was obtained for children’s participation. 
In Table 1 the participating group leaders are introduced with details of their 
qualifications, years of child care experience and length of time at their current centre. 
Names presented are pseudonyms. 
 
Table 1. Demographic details of group leaders 
 
Caregiver Demographic information 
Bronwyn Bronwyn completed a Diploma of Child Care and Education  (2 year 
qualification) in 1997. She has worked in the child care field for 4 
years and has been at her current centre for 3½ years. 
Carol Carol is completing a Diploma of Child Care and education (2 year 
qualification). She has worked in child related fields for more than 20 
years. She has been at her current centre for 1 year. 
Kelly Kelly completed an Associate Diploma in Child Studies (2 year 
qualification) in 1999. She has worked in the child care field for 7 
years and has been at her current centre for 1 year. 
Helen Helen completed a Diploma of Child Care and Education (2 year 
qualification) in 1998. She has worked in the child care field for 2 
years during which time she has been at her current centre. 
Claire Claire completed an Associate Diploma of Education (Early 
Childhood (2 year qualification) in 1994. She has worked in the child 
care field for 12 years and has been at her current centre for almost 4 
years. 
Rhonda Rhonda completed a Bachelor of Speech Therapy in 1977 and a 
Associate Diploma of Child Care in 1991. She has worked in the 
child care field for 12 years and has been at her current centre for less 
than 1 year 
 
Data Collection 
In each program a video record was made that focussed on caregiver-child 
interactions, for up to 3 hours in a morning session. Video observations of the group 
leaders were made in routine events (e.g., meal times, nappy change times, arrivals, 
departures) and non-routine events (e.g., indoor or outdoor play, music or story 
sessions, and incidental social interactions). The research assistant was instructed to 
follow the caregiver and to maintain ongoing recording in order to capture caregiver 
initiated interactions with children and child-initiated interactions with the caregiver. 
The research assistant also made field notes about the overall activities and the 
routine of the program and the staffing of the program across the morning. 
Stimulated recall interviews were held with caregivers using the video record as a 
stimulus for eliciting explanations and about caregivers’ epistemological beliefs and 
their conceptions of caregiving. A copy of the video record of the program was 
forwarded to each caregiver for review prior to the interview which was conducted by 
the same research assistant who had made the video. A member of the research team 
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also reviewed the video record prior to the interview, in order to identify significant 
events and interactions on which caregivers’ comments would be sought. These 
events were selected as characteristic of important aspects of routine and non-routine 
aspects of practice in programs with young children (e.g., the arrival of a child in the 
program; the routine for moving from outdoor to indoor play; the routine for 
preparing for snack time; the nature of activities provided for children; the manner in 
which children’s engagement in activities was supported; the support of social and 
play interactions between peers). A particular focus in the selection of these segments 
was on interactions between caregivers and children (e.g., interactions that provided 
directions and guidance for children; elaborated interactions that encouraged 
problem-solving; encouragement of language and verbalisation; word plays). 
The rationale for using a stimulated recall interview was that this process serves to 
make more explicit the beliefs that inform practice (Meade & McMeniman, 1992). At 
the outset of the semi-structured interview, caregivers were asked a specific set of 
questions about their beliefs. These questions were adapted from previous research on 
epistemological beliefs (e.g., Belenky et al., 1986; Brownlee, Purdie, Boulton-Lewis, 
2001).  
The epistemological belief questions in the interview were: 
• How do you go about finding out important information that can help you in 
your role as a caregiver? 
• What have been the most important sources of knowledge that have influenced 
your practice? 
• Do you agree with the idea that there are no right answers in child care and that 
anybody’s opinion is as good as another’s? 
• Can you describe how you prefer to go about learning? 
• Tell me about a learning experience that you had that was particular good for 
your professional development as a caregiver? 
• How do you know when you have learnt something? 
With respect to conceptions of caregiving, participants were simply asked: 
• Can you describe what you think good caregiving is? 
 
Data Analysis 
The interviews were transcribed verbatim. There were two foci for the analysis: (1) an 
analysis of the initial structured interview questions; and (2) an analysis of the 
responses to questions for specific video segments. The second analysis was used to 
provide confirmatory evidence of the nature of the belief systems apparent in the 
responses to the structured questions. The criteria used in these analyses are described 
below and drew on the work of Entwistle et al. (2000). 
The criteria used for evaluating the epistemological beliefs and conceptions of 
caregiving were: 
• Epistemological beliefs (beliefs about knowing and learning) were analysed 
on a continuum of dualism to relativism. A dualistic perspective is one in 
which knowledge is seen as absolute and information is to be accepted; to 
multiplism where knowledge is understood as encompassing multiple and 
potentially competing perspectives but that different opinions may have equal 
value and are not evaluated; to a relativistic perspective in which the 
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individual reasons among alternative interpretations and is committed to a 
personal, reasoned interpretation of different sources of knowledge using 
available evidence. 
• Conceptions of caregiving were differentiated on the degree to which 
caregivers’ descriptions reflected increased understanding of the complexity 
of caregiving processes, the strength of the affective and cognitive 
components in the descriptions, and expression of understanding of the 
relationship between teaching and learning. Using these criteria, least 
sophisticated conceptions are described as teacher-centred and transmissive 
views of caregiving in which caregivers simply describe a list of aspects of 
good caregiving. Such conceptions have affective components (e.g., evidence 
of commitment to the caregiving role; recognition of the importance of 
empathetic relationships between caregiver and children) but not usually a 
cognitive basis (e.g., the importance of knowledge of child development or 
other knowledge bases for practice, knowledge of how young children learn). 
Such conceptions do not identify connections between caregiving practices 
and children’s learning. Most sophisticated conceptions indicate that ideas 
about good caregiving are personally constructed and integrate with 
theoretical knowledge with ideas about practice. Such ideas have affective and 
cognitive components. Reasoned conclusions about practice are drawn that 
show an expanded awareness of the relationship between teaching and 
learning; teaching is child-centred and is about encouraging and facilitating 
children’s understanding. 
Each interview transcript was reviewed by a single researcher and initial judgements 
on the nature of the belief systems of each caregiver were made using the criteria as 
described above. These analyses were reviewed and discussed within the research 
team to arrive at judgements by consensus about the nature of the caregivers’ belief 
systems. 
 
FINDINGS 
Analysis of the nature of the belief systems and the relationship between 
epistemological beliefs (knowing and learning) and conceptions of caregiving enabled 
an overall picture of each caregiver’s belief system to be developed. These caregivers 
could be grouped according to their predominant belief system and are described as 
multiplistic, mixed, and relativistic. The caregivers whose belief systems are 
described as multiplistic and mixed identified that there might be multiple sources of 
knowledge but they were less focussed on the need to evaluate the evidence for the 
validity of different perspectives. Three caregivers (Bronwyn, Carol, and Kelly) held 
multiplistic perspectives. One caregiver (Helen) could be described as holding mixed 
beliefs. Two caregivers (Claire and Rhonda) whose belief systems are described as 
relativistic emphasised that different sources of knowledge could be evaluated and a 
personal, reasoned position established. In the following sections, caregivers’ belief 
systems are discussed within this grouping. 
Multiplistic Beliefs 
Bronwyn, Carol and Kelly presented views about knowledge and learning that were 
more naive than relativistic. They recognised that there were multiple perspectives 
about practice and working with children but did not indicate that different 
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perspectives might have different value or how to evaluate different knowledge 
positions. Their ideas did not appear to be informed by theory and were multi-
structural rather than being integrated for personal meaning and understanding. 
Beliefs about knowledge and learning 
The following statements by Bronwyn, Carol and Kelly suggest all knowledge has 
equal value. The statements do not imply that knowledge is reasoned and/or 
supported with evidence, which would be indicative of a more relativistic approach. 
Bronwyn: … Parents and families have their own views and opinions about how they 
bring up children … and I can’t say, “That’s not right”. That is their belief and I 
have to go along with that. 
Carol: … Most caregivers have their own personal beliefs. I have my set of beliefs … 
the next group leader would have their set of beliefs ... No one’s wrong that is what 
their beliefs are. … And I would never criticise anybody because if it’s their beliefs, 
well, they’re doing it for a reason. It’s what they believe in. 
Kelly: … There is no right or wrong in child care … children are so individual and 
so unique that what’s right for that child may be completely wrong for another child 
… so there is no right or wrong and everybody’s opinion is valued. 
 
Statements made by Bronwyn or Carol about their own learning did not suggest that 
they viewed knowledge as personally constructed through examining evidence or 
through linking their practical experiences to any theoretical knowledge. 
Bronwyn: … I would like to read more stuff in general about my age group and … 
stuff for my room, but I just find that, because I am so busy, a lot of it is just observing 
and sort of practical stuff 
Carol … Probably hands on … getting in and doing it with the children, discovering 
things with them. 
Kelly, on the other hand, evidences more metacognitive understanding of how she is 
able to learn and the importance of developing personal meaning from experience. 
This suggests that Kelly is not focused on merely practical observation of children but 
seeks personal understanding from others’ perspectives and reading: ... I learn 
through other people, through other people’s opinions and, … you have your own 
philosophy and you like to work by that but you also have to take into account the 
centre’s philosophy. She also says: … I found that while I was studying, I was 
working full-time and studying by correspondence so I found that every day [when] I 
came into work everything I had read the night before made … it all made sense … 
because you can often read a book [and] sometimes it doesn’t make sense … but 
because I could see it happening every day and I could understand why it was 
happening, I found it so much easier to absorb. 
Conceptions of caregiving 
Bronwyn, Carol, and Kelly described a list of aspects related to good caregiving. 
Entwistle et al. (2000) described such statements as less sophisticated conceptions of 
teaching because they involved discrete pieces of information rather than any 
integration. As well, while affective dimensions of the role are emphasised (i.e., a 
commitment to the value of the caregiving role and the value of working with 
children). There are not strong cognitive bases for practice identified that are 
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theoretically informed. The views of caregiving are more ‘caregiver-centred’ and 
there is less emphasis on developing children’s understanding of their experiences. 
Bronwyn describes a good caregiver as: … Someone who’s kind, caring, … sensitive 
to each child’s needs and interests, … shows sympathy, … generally caring, you 
know, getting down at their level, … sort of nurturing, … having fun. So it is not so 
much structured stuff.  
Kelly provided a list of features that included understanding the needs of children, 
being a model for children, working well with the assistant, and communicating with 
parents: … Children learn from us.  We are so influential in children’s lives. You see 
them sweeping the floor. I mean, where else are they going to learn that? It just 
doesn’t come naturally. 
While Carol’s statement about good caregiving was comprehensive, it is illustrative 
of a transmissive model of caregiving and learning. Carol: … Children can be taught 
specific skills for getting along with others, solving problems re conflicts and acting 
cooperatively with their peers. Good caregiving is to treat all children equally but not 
identically, in order to recognise and meet individual needs and strengths. Good 
caregiving is to know your limitations and ask for assistance when you need it. I do 
this all the time. Carol also described herself as a guide: … I’m there to guide them 
and help them and try and make their day interesting by plans I make … they’re 
learning, I guide them. I try to guide them in a positive way. 
Mixed Epistemological Beliefs 
Helen held mixed beliefs about knowledge and learning. Whilst Helen presented 
multiplistic views about knowledge and learning, she was more evaluative in her 
stance about using different opinions and sources of knowledge in her practice. She 
also described how she would construct a personal position from a variety of 
knowledge sources when communicating with parents. 
Beliefs about knowledge and learning 
Helen indicates there are no right answers in child care and she would not necessarily 
accept all opinions: … Well, I agree with that, there’s definitely no right answers in 
child care. I think it’s because no child is the same. Because all children, all people 
are different it’s just … it’s really weird but there’s no right answers, there’s no right 
answers at all. I do believe though anyone’s opinion is as good as another’s. I do 
believe that. There’s no harm in someone giving an opinion, it doesn’t mean everyone 
has to accept it though. Each caregiver has their own opinions, and their own beliefs 
and values. 
With respect to seeking information to inform her practice, Helen said that she would 
consult a range of experts’ opinions and then make a decision based on the available 
information. This seems to suggest that she would construct her own knowledge 
rather than relying on implementing the advice of another without thoughtful analysis. 
… You could ask for an opinion. Everyone will have their own different opinion and 
then what I would probably do if I was in a situation [when] I had to ask for [an] 
expert’s opinion … I would ask my colleague’s opinion. I would ask whoever else I 
had to ask, and then I would gather all these things and then decide for myself. 
Helen described how she had learnt to communicate with parents through gathering a 
range of information and then constructing her own position. This was a stronger 
position than evidenced by Bronwyn, Carol and Kelly that knowledge and learning 
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are relative and personally constructed. Helen: … When I first started in child care, 
maybe the first six months, I always had a problem talking with parents - 
communicating with them, being able to tell them how a child, how their child went. If 
it was good [news] then that was fine, but if I had a little bit of a problem with the 
child like, just explaining this to the parents I always found it difficult because I 
didn’t know how the parent would react back to me. And I must admit with help 
through my colleagues here at work, they sort of gave me their opinions and ideas 
and everything. And I used them and, now I feel really confident. I have no problems 
with talking to a parent if I have to. … And even just reading some simple books, I 
can’t remember what they are now, but just simple books that sort of help you to be 
able to communicate. … I thought about it for a while and then I practised a lot by 
myself. And I was thinking, well … because, you know, you get all different advice 
from your colleagues, they’re not all the same. So what I tended to do [was] try the 
advice I had been given from them, on different parents … and then just found the one 
[approach] that best suited me. 
Conceptions of caregiving 
Like Carol, Helen describes herself as a guide: … I tend to see myself as a guide 
rather than trying to do it for the children. I want them to be able to try it on their 
own. Helen had a strong affective focus within her conception of good caregiving, 
indicative of strong and deep beliefs about children’s needs: … I suppose each 
person’s different but, for me good caregiving means being there for the children not 
there for ourselves. … And just being there when a child’s distressed, like in the video 
with James, and making children feel loved and wanted and safe. I think that’s the 
most important thing as a caregiver. 
 
Relativism 
The difference between Claire and Rhonda who held relativistic perspectives and 
Bronwyn, Carol, Kelly and Helen is that they held a stronger reflective and 
metacognitive basis for how they describe their knowledge, learning and conceptions 
of caregiving. Belenky et al. (1986) noted that individuals with more sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs were likely to believe that knowledge is personally 
constructed and they were more likely to engage in personal reflection. Perry (1981) 
also described reflective thinking in individuals with relativistic beliefs as … “the 
capacity for meta-thought, for comparing the assumptions and processes of different 
ways of thinking” (p. 85). 
Beliefs about knowledge and learning 
According to Claire, there are no right answers in child care practice and that the 
nature of knowledge about child care practice will change through new ideas. Current 
ideas will be surpassed by ‘better’ ideas in the future. Her ideas do not extend to 
saying that she will evaluate new ideas just that new knowledge improves practice. 
Claire: … I don’t think any one person or anybody’s opinion is really valid, you know, 
it can only be valid to a point and then there’s a better way. And you have to keep 
understanding that, because I think, … well, educating the carer is, you know, with all 
that research that’s being done, is the best way to go and it needs to be passed on, 
and it’s a slow process. … So therefore, you know, in another 5 years they will use 
this information that’s all gathered now and add to it, because that’s how you gain 
knowledge isn’t it? And again, it will be better. 
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With respect to the nature of knowledge in child care, Rhonda’s explanation is 
reflective, emphasising the importance of establishing a personal meaning. She says: 
… There are some ground rules that will work for everybody and when it comes to 
child care practices I think you have to start with some golden rules, which are [for 
example] be consistent, have your limits and know your limits and stick to your limits. 
… So, although I think that we can all listen to ideas, we have to take out what suits 
us and what suits the child and what suits the family. So you have to look at … it’s a 
three-pointed triangle, myself as a child carer; the child as a total equal entity and, 
you know, on a level with what I’m doing; and then there’s the mother, the father, the 
family situation. And you have to look at that and work out what best suits that 
[situation]. 
Learning for Claire comes through trying out new ideas and evaluating how they 
work and it is ongoing. Claire: … By the time I’d finished doing the course I felt, 
totally uneducated in the area. … There was like, this is just for starts, now what do I 
need to know. … I was working part-time, [when] I did the ADCC [Associate 
Diploma in Child Care], at night school so I was working and studying. Yes, at a long 
day care centre then and I was able to put into practice the things that we were 
learning, which was really really good because I’m a hands-on person; … And, when 
I had finished the course I spent the next whole year reading the books again to get 
more and more from it. I just feel it is a case of repeating. As again to change 
patterns you’ve got to do repetition and that’s what I was doing and, I still do that. 
It’s a way of seeing that it happens, yeah, a way of learning. … I gather the 
information and get an idea from it and I, I do write down a lot of this. I find an area 
that I want to work on, that I’m not happy with, or a situation that’s not running as 
well as I’d like to see it run. And I mean, at the moment it’s all on routines I must 
admit but, previous, you know it’s probably been about biting or toileting and, 
specific things and I will sort of write down what I want to happen. … [It] is usually 
written in the books as good practice and then I will then, sort of try to break it into 
small bits and put it into practice. Then I will feel good when I see that it’s happened. 
Rhonda also goes about learning by reading, taking notes and putting information into 
practice. Her ideas show a commitment to a personal, reasoned approach in how she 
goes about learning. Rhonda: … I am a person who needs to read first; often take 
notes, so I have to lay it down in my memory by letting it run through my hand and 
then put it into practice a couple of times and then it’s mine. It’s my information. It’s 
part of me. If I am told something in a lecture it’s gone, I can’t remember. I read and 
then if I take notes, it’s the taking notes that lay it down, and not just in my memory, 
but in my total consciousness. It sort of becomes me. And then by putting it into 
practice … putting your hands onto the actual information, then it becomes me. Not 
just a fluffy little idea floating around up there. 
Conceptions of caregiving 
Rhonda and Claire do not simply give a list of features to describe good caregiving. 
They evidence strong affective components in their descriptions (e.g., commitment to 
caregiving and the importance of empathic relationships between children and 
caregivers). This is demonstrated in their ideas about responsiveness and quality 
interactions. However, there is also a strong cognitive understanding of their role - in 
the value of child observations; when to make decisions on when to intervene to 
support learning; and understanding of the connections between caregiving and 
children’s learning. 
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Rhonda: … I think [good caregiving] is effective responsiveness. It’s two way 
communication, as well. A child gives you information, you give information back and 
you check that we’re sort of on a wavelength. And the child influences and educates 
you. Across the interview, Rhonda emphasised the need to be continually checking 
for children’s understanding:  … When I see from the child that little light bulb in 
their eyes go bing, “She’s understanding.”  … It’s observing, how the children 
respond and what sort of feedback they give to me, and then that is my fuel, my 
source, to follow a particular direction; … or a strength that they have, to use that 
strength to follow something. I think, “Oh that might be a little bit of work but I know 
they like that” or I use that strength to encourage that less strong point. … And 
showing warmth and fun and care and, yeah, compassion, but I suppose most of all 
respect, respecting them, speaking in a respectful way, and expecting the same 
respect back. 
Claire thinks that caregiving is: … Being able to respond quickly to children’s needs, 
to read body language and be understanding, and to be a warm, caring, patient carer. 
You know offering the physical comfort and developing the relationship. Especially at 
this age they’ve got to have a safe secure feeling. … It’s to develop that. And I think 
that’s really good, a good start. However, Claire also takes up on cognitive aspects of 
her teaching role and children’s learning as she talks about the purpose of certain 
activities on the video: … [This activity is] an encouragement for them to sort of feel 
the textures of the different things and, you know note the colour, and yeah just feel 
the glue or the paint or whatever, because that’s what they’re going to do and it’s 
just, “Oh that’s sticky.” “Do you want to wipe your hands?” Things like that. So 
they’re learning, it’s okay to do this isn’t it, it’s all okay. And I think that’s what we 
want because, it’s a process and that is the learning thing. [It] is a process. Yeah, not 
what you produce. And in relation to an activity in a water trough, Claire says: … 
There’s Nicholas now, the tipping and pouring. He did quite a bit of that. … You can 
see he’s totally absorbed. … And I think that is where you don’t interrupt, that’s 
where they are learning. 
Rhonda does not make a list of good caregiving features. Her ideas about caregiving 
are integrated and make connections between caregiver’s actions and children’s 
learning: … I think a good caregiver listens with the tips of her toes and sees with the 
back of the head, even though you don’t have to be on the child all the time, just 
observing and listening from a distance to pick up that little gem that might need, you 
know, drawing out a bit more, or hearing exactly what’s going on and being able to 
make an effective decision. Do I intervene or leave them to sort it out? … You have to 
be as aware as possible but also aware of the fact that you can make mistakes 
yourself and feedback to the child, “Is this what you mean?”; “Is that what you 
said?” 
 
DISCUSSION 
Research on epistemological beliefs provides a basis for understanding what and how 
knowledge is used in professional practice. Epistemological beliefs about knowing 
and learning filter all other knowledge (Posner, Strike, Hewson, Gertzog, 1982), in 
this case personal theories about teaching and caregiving. The findings in this study 
support the body of research that epistemological beliefs are related to metacognitive 
capacity (Brownlee, 2000; Tasi,1998). Claire and Rhonda who held relativistic 
epistemological beliefs were more metacognitive and reflective in their descriptions 
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about knowledge and learning and in their conceptions of caregiving. In contrast, 
Bronwyn, Carol, Kelly and Helen were more naive in their thinking, with multiplistic 
and mixed epistemological beliefs, that did not evidence the same degree of reflective 
or metacognitive ability. 
A relationship between relativistic epistemological beliefs and constructivist teaching 
practice has been proposed by Arredondo and Rucinski (1996) and Brownlee (2000). 
While this study has not examined the links between epistemological beliefs and 
caregivers’ practice specifically, it is likely that tapping into caregivers’ conceptions 
of caregiving has provided an initial window into understanding their practices. 
Kontos and Dunn (1993) noted that analysing caregivers’ curriculum goals provided a 
sound indication of practice. They proposed that it was possible to identify 
instructional goals by asking caregivers to reflect on beliefs about appropriate 
practice. In this study, the caregivers who held conceptions of caregiving that 
integrated ideas and evidenced a deeper understanding of the relationship between 
teaching and learning were more likely to practise in ways that engage teacher and 
learner in active learning partnerships. 
While reflection is promoted as a means to develop personal and professional 
knowledge, a critical debate on how it impacts on student thinking and practice has 
not taken place. Levels of sophistication in thinking about knowledge for a specific 
context are not static but change with education and opportunities to examine and 
justify beliefs. The study of epistemological beliefs provides a means for 
understanding how early childhood teachers construct their teaching practices and 
understand children’s learning. It provides a means through which an expanded 
awareness of learning and teaching can be developed (Entwistle et al., 2000). Much of 
teachers’ and, in this case, caregivers’ knowledge is implicit or tacit, derived from 
experience rather than any conceptual model. Calderhead (1996) suggests that 
teachers are influenced by long-held personal beliefs and by metaphors and images 
about their work, to which they may or, may not, have conscious access. Powerful 
preconceptions may be established before formal training in any profession. These 
beliefs are shaped by the personal histories which individuals bring with them into 
their professional training (Pendry, 1997). 
The current study has implications for preservice early childhood education courses 
and for professional development programs for practitioners. Such educational 
programs need to focus strongly on developing reflectivity through analysis of 
personal theories about knowledge and learning. Baxter Magolda, (1993) considered 
that developed understanding of the interrelationships between potentially long-held 
personal theories and new theoretical knowledge in professional development courses 
is likely to engender more sophisticated epistemological beliefs. It is acknowledged 
that epistemological beliefs, as core beliefs, may be difficult to change although some 
reports have been made of interventions that have been successful in facilitating some 
changes over time (e.g., Brownlee, 2001). Such interventions focus on immersing 
students in a constructivist learning environment and/or having students explicitly 
reflect on their personal epistemological beliefs. Qian and Alvermann (2000) 
acknowledged that explicit reflection on epistemological beliefs may be necessary to 
assist conceptual change in students. Belenky et al. (1986) argued that connected 
teaching is required to achieve higher levels of thinking and reflection about actions. 
Connected teaching encourages a balance of modes of knowing that are relational 
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(encouraging individuals to access their own experiences) and impersonal 
(encouraging individuals to engage in ways of accessing the perspectives of experts).  
 
Baxter Magolda (1996) proposed that integrating relational and impersonal ways of 
knowing can be encouraged by what she described as relational pedagogy. Relational 
pedagogy incorporates (a) respect for the individual as a knower; (b) provision of 
learning opportunities that relate to individuals’ personal experiences; (c) facilitation 
of constructivist perspective of knowing and learning, and (d) provision of 
opportunities for learners to access peer perspectives in order to promote 
reconstruction of epistemological beliefs. The use of relational pedagogy encourages 
individuals to analyse personal beliefs/experiences and identify evidence/theory that 
support and validate such beliefs, in an atmosphere of care and trust. Thereby, with 
such an approach, early childhood teachers would be encouraged to become 
evaluative and relativistic ‘knowers’ in settings that encourage trust and validation. 
Such trust is considered to be an imperative for successful constructivist learning. 
 
The differentiation of thinking about caregiving practices between the participants in 
this research is striking. Further research with more caregivers to validate these 
findings is important, as well as research on whether relativistic beliefs are associated 
with higher quality practice. The number of participants in this study did not allow a 
specific analysis of how the nature of epistemological beliefs might vary by the nature 
and level of formal professional education. However, Rhonda was more highly 
qualified and her level of thinking about practice showed greater sophistication. Level 
of qualification and the nature and quality of the educational experience are likely to 
affect the development of relativistic ways of thinking that support quality practice. 
The number of years of education and the specialised nature of the education of 
caregivers have been clearly linked with the quality of care that children receive 
(Ruopp, Travers, Glanz, & Coelen, 1979; Whitebook, Howes, & Phillips, 1990). 
However, how education mediates the quality of practice has not been well explored. 
It can be assumed that more years of education ensures a breadth of knowledge and 
develops more critical and reflective thinking. Caregivers of infants and toddlers in 
group child care programs are likely to have lower levels of education than those 
employed as teachers in preschool programs. This is no longer tenable in light of 
increasing recognition of the critical importance of the children’s experiences in the 
first three years (McCain & Mustard, 1999). While regulating for higher levels of 
professional education for caregivers of infants and toddlers may be desirable, this 
may harder to achieve than improving the quality of professional educational 
experiences that are not reliant on achieving just basic levels of skill competencies to 
work with infants and toddlers. 
Greater attention is needed within existing courses to explore with students their 
beliefs about children, teaching and caregiving and the influences that affected these 
personal theories. Then these theories need to be related to formal theoretical 
knowledge. Specific attention needs to be given to understanding the connections 
between caregiving and children’s learning across emotional, social, motor and 
cognitive domains, which go beyond simple notions of nurture but which reflect 
current knowledge about early cognitive and emotional development. This research 
provides a conceptual framework and examples through which caregiving can be 
explored with learners, whatever their experience, so they become more consciously 
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aware of their own beliefs systems. 
 
Footnote 
1   In this paper, reference is made to teachers and caregivers somewhat interchangeably. In early 
childhood education programs, the functions of caring and teaching are both important. In the 
Australian context, caregivers who are responsible for the direction of programs for infants and 
toddlers in long day care centres are not usually eligible for teacher registration (i.e., eligibility to teach 
in formal school programs). They usually (but not always) hold at least a two or three year diploma in 
child care compared to a base standard for teacher registration of a four year bachelor degree. They are 
therefore unlikely to be called teachers and are known most commonly as group leaders. It should be 
noted that some caregivers in infant and toddler programs do hold four-year qualifications.  
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